
common organic chemistry reaction types with

examples

Organic chemistry is a vast and fascinating field, built upon a foundation of predictable transformations

known as organic chemistry reaction types. Understanding these fundamental reaction pathways is

crucial for chemists, from students grappling with their first molecular diagrams to seasoned

researchers designing complex synthesis strategies. This article will delve into the most common

organic chemistry reaction types, exploring their mechanisms, key characteristics, and providing

illustrative examples. We will cover a broad spectrum of reactions, including addition, elimination,

substitution, rearrangement, and redox reactions, offering a comprehensive overview of how organic

molecules can be manipulated. By dissecting these core reaction mechanisms, you'll gain a deeper

appreciation for the elegant logic that governs chemical change and unlock the potential for predicting

and designing new chemical processes.
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Introduction to Organic Chemistry Reaction Types

Organic chemistry, the study of carbon-containing compounds, is fundamentally a study of

transformations. At its heart lie predictable and recurring patterns of molecular change, known as

common organic chemistry reaction types. These reactions are the building blocks of organic

synthesis, allowing chemists to construct complex molecules from simpler precursors and to modify

existing structures. Whether you are a student encountering these concepts for the first time or a

professional seeking a refresher, grasping the fundamental organic chemistry reaction types is

paramount. This comprehensive guide will explore the most prevalent categories, including addition,

elimination, substitution, rearrangement, and redox reactions, providing clear explanations and

illustrative examples for each. Understanding these core reaction mechanisms will not only demystify

the world of organic chemistry but also equip you with the knowledge to predict outcomes and design

novel synthetic pathways.

Understanding Reaction Mechanisms

Before diving into specific reaction types, it’s essential to understand the concept of a reaction

mechanism. A reaction mechanism is a step-by-step account of how a chemical reaction occurs,

detailing the breaking and forming of bonds, the movement of electrons, and the nature of any

intermediates involved. These mechanisms are often depicted using curved arrows, which indicate the



movement of electron pairs. Understanding the mechanism of a reaction allows chemists to predict the

products, the stereochemistry of the products, and the factors that can influence the reaction rate. Key

concepts like nucleophiles (electron-rich species that attack electron-deficient centers) and

electrophiles (electron-deficient species that accept electron pairs) are central to comprehending many

organic chemistry reaction types.

Major Categories of Organic Chemistry Reaction Types

Organic chemistry reactions can be broadly categorized based on the overall transformation that

occurs. While many reactions exhibit characteristics of multiple categories, the following represent the

most fundamental and frequently encountered types:

Addition Reactions: In these reactions, atoms or groups of atoms are added across a multiple

bond (double or triple bond), converting it into a single bond.

Elimination Reactions: The opposite of addition reactions, elimination involves the removal of

atoms or groups from adjacent carbons, typically forming a double or triple bond.

Substitution Reactions: Here, one atom or group in a molecule is replaced by another atom or

group.

Rearrangement Reactions: These reactions involve a change in the connectivity of atoms within

a molecule, leading to an isomeric product.

Oxidation-Reduction (Redox) Reactions: These involve a change in the oxidation states of atoms

within the reacting molecules.



Addition Reactions: Building New Bonds

Addition reactions are a cornerstone of organic synthesis, particularly for unsaturated compounds like

alkenes and alkynes. They involve the net addition of atoms to a molecule that already contains a

double or triple bond. The pi bond in these unsaturated systems is a region of high electron density,

making it susceptible to attack by electrophiles. This initial attack often leads to the formation of a

carbocation intermediate, which is then attacked by a nucleophile, completing the addition process.

Electrophilic Addition to Alkenes

This is one of the most common and important organic chemistry reaction types. In electrophilic

addition, an electrophile initiates the reaction by attacking the pi bond of an alkene. A classic example

is the addition of hydrogen halides (HX) to alkenes. The hydrogen atom, being partially positive, acts

as the electrophile, while the halide ion acts as the nucleophile. According to Markovnikov's rule, the

hydrogen atom adds to the carbon atom of the double bond that has more hydrogen atoms already

attached, and the halide adds to the more substituted carbon.

For instance, the reaction of propene with hydrogen bromide (HBr):

CH₃-CH=CH₂ + HBr → CH₃-CHBr-CH₃ (2-bromopropane)

Here, the more stable secondary carbocation is formed, leading to the major product being 2-

bromopropane.

Hydroboration-Oxidation

This two-step reaction sequence is another significant type of addition reaction. Hydroboration involves

the addition of borane (BH₃) or a substituted borane across the double bond of an alkene. The boron

atom, being electron-deficient, acts as an electrophile. The addition is anti-Markovnikov, meaning the

boron atom attaches to the less substituted carbon. The subsequent oxidation step, typically using

hydrogen peroxide (H₂O₂) in basic conditions, replaces the boron atom with a hydroxyl group (-OH),

resulting in the formation of an alcohol. This reaction is crucial for synthesizing primary alcohols from



alkenes.

Example: Propene reacts with BH₃ followed by oxidation:

CH₃-CH=CH₂ + BH₃ → (CH₃-CH₂-CH₂)-B(H)₂

(CH₃-CH₂-CH₂)-B(H)₂ + H₂O₂/OH⁻ → CH₃-CH₂-CH₂-OH (1-propanol)

Diels-Alder Reaction

The Diels-Alder reaction is a powerful [4+2] cycloaddition reaction, which is a specific type of addition

reaction. It involves the reaction between a conjugated diene and a dienophile (an alkene or alkyne

with electron-withdrawing groups) to form a cyclohexene ring. This reaction is highly stereospecific and

regioselective, making it invaluable in the synthesis of cyclic organic compounds.

Example: Butadiene reacts with ethene:

CH₂=CH-CH=CH₂ + CH₂=CH₂ → Cyclohexene

Elimination Reactions: Removing Atoms and Forming Multiple

Bonds

Elimination reactions are the inverse of addition reactions. They involve the removal of two atoms or

groups from adjacent atoms, typically leading to the formation of a double or triple bond. These

reactions are often facilitated by bases, which abstract a proton, initiating the elimination process. The

most common types of elimination reactions are E1 and E2, which differ in their mechanisms and the

types of substrates they typically react with.

E2 Elimination (Bimolecular Elimination)

The E2 mechanism is a concerted reaction, meaning bond breaking and bond formation occur

simultaneously in a single step. It requires a strong base and proceeds through a trans-periplanar



transition state. E2 reactions favor the formation of the more substituted alkene (Zaitsev's rule) when a

choice exists. The base abstracts a proton from a carbon atom beta to the leaving group, and

simultaneously, the pi bond forms, and the leaving group departs.

Example: The reaction of 2-bromobutane with a strong base like potassium ethoxide (KOEt):

CH₃-CHBr-CH₂-CH₃ + KOEt → CH₃-CH=CH-CH₃ (2-butene) + CH₃-CH₂-CH=CH₂ (1-butene) +

KBr + EtOH

The major product is typically 2-butene due to Zaitsev's rule.

E1 Elimination (Unimolecular Elimination)

The E1 mechanism is a two-step process. The first step is the unimolecular dissociation of the

substrate to form a carbocation intermediate. This is typically the rate-determining step. In the second

step, a base abstracts a proton from a carbon adjacent to the carbocation, forming the pi bond. E1

reactions often compete with SN1 substitution reactions, and they favor the formation of the more

substituted alkene.

Example: Tertiary alkyl halides in the presence of a weak base and heat are prone to E1 elimination.

For instance, tert-butyl bromide with ethanol:

(CH₃)₃C-Br → (CH₃)₃C⁺ + Br⁻ (carbocation formation)

(CH₃)₃C⁺ + EtOH → (CH₃)₂C=CH₂ + EtOH₂⁺ (elimination)

Substitution Reactions: Swapping Functional Groups

Substitution reactions involve the replacement of one atom or group in a molecule with another atom

or group. These are incredibly versatile organic chemistry reaction types that are fundamental to

functional group transformations. The most common types of substitution reactions in organic

chemistry are nucleophilic substitution (SN1 and SN2) and electrophilic aromatic substitution.



SN2 Substitution (Bimolecular Nucleophilic Substitution)

The SN2 mechanism is a concerted, one-step reaction. A nucleophile attacks the carbon atom bearing

the leaving group from the backside, simultaneously displacing the leaving group. This process

involves an inversion of stereochemistry at the chiral center. SN2 reactions are favored by good

nucleophiles, polar aprotic solvents, and less sterically hindered substrates (primary > secondary >>

tertiary).

Example: The reaction of methyl bromide with hydroxide ion:

CH₃-Br + OH⁻ → CH₃-OH + Br⁻

This is a clean inversion of configuration if the carbon were chiral.

SN1 Substitution (Unimolecular Nucleophilic Substitution)

The SN1 mechanism is a two-step process. The first step involves the unimolecular ionization of the

substrate to form a carbocation intermediate. This is the rate-determining step. In the second step, the

nucleophile attacks the carbocation. SN1 reactions can lead to racemization if the carbon atom is

chiral, as the nucleophile can attack from either face of the planar carbocation. Tertiary substrates with

good leaving groups and polar protic solvents favor SN1 reactions.

Example: The reaction of tert-butyl bromide with water:

(CH₃)₃C-Br → (CH₃)₃C⁺ + Br⁻ (carbocation formation)

(CH₃)₃C⁺ + H₂O → (CH₃)₃C-OH₂⁺ → (CH₃)₃C-OH + H⁺ (product formation)

Electrophilic Aromatic Substitution (EAS)

This class of reactions involves the substitution of a hydrogen atom on an aromatic ring with an

electrophile. The aromatic system is electron-rich and is attacked by an electrophile, leading to the

formation of a sigma complex intermediate. The aromaticity is then restored by the loss of a proton.

Common EAS reactions include halogenation, nitration, sulfonation, Friedel-Crafts alkylation, and

Friedel-Crafts acylation.



Example: Nitration of benzene using a mixture of concentrated nitric acid and sulfuric acid:

Benzene + HNO₃/H₂SO₄ → Nitrobenzene + H₂O

The electrophile is the nitronium ion (NO₂⁺).

Rearrangement Reactions: Molecular Restructuring

Rearrangement reactions involve the migration of an atom or group within a molecule, leading to a

change in the carbon skeleton or the position of functional groups. These reactions are often complex

and can proceed through various intermediates, most notably carbocations. Understanding these

transformations is key to predicting the products of reactions where carbocation intermediates are

formed.

Carbocation Rearrangements

Carbocation rearrangements are very common and occur when a more stable carbocation can be

formed from a less stable one. This typically involves a 1,2-hydride shift (migration of a hydrogen atom

with its electron pair) or a 1,2-alkyl shift (migration of an alkyl group with its electron pair) to move a

positive charge to a more substituted carbon atom. These shifts are driven by the greater stability of

tertiary carbocations over secondary or primary carbocations, and secondary over primary.

Example: The reaction of 1-butanol with HBr can lead to 2-bromobutane via a rearrangement:

CH₃-CH₂-CH₂-CH₂-OH + HBr → CH₃-CH₂-CH₂-CH₂-Br (primary halide)

Under acidic conditions, the alcohol can be protonated, lose water to form a primary carbocation,

which then rearranges via a 1,2-hydride shift to a more stable secondary carbocation:

CH₃-CH₂-CH₂-CH₂⁺ → CH₃-CH₂-CH⁺-CH₃

This secondary carbocation is then attacked by bromide ion to yield 2-bromobutane, which is the major

product.



Claisen Rearrangement

The Claisen rearrangement is a sigmatropic rearrangement reaction. It involves the thermal

rearrangement of an allyl vinyl ether to a γ,δ-unsaturated carbonyl compound. It is a concerted

reaction, typically occurring with a specific stereochemical outcome.

Example: Allyl vinyl ether undergoing rearrangement to 4-pentenal:

CH₂=CH-CH₂-O-CH=CH₂ → CH₂=CH-CH₂-CH₂-CHO

Oxidation-Reduction (Redox) Reactions in Organic Chemistry

Redox reactions involve changes in the oxidation states of atoms. In organic chemistry, these

transformations are crucial for modifying functional groups, such as oxidizing alcohols to aldehydes,

ketones, or carboxylic acids, and reducing carbonyls or nitro groups. Common oxidizing agents include

chromic acid, PCC (pyridinium chlorochromate), and KMnO₄, while common reducing agents include

LiAlH₄ (lithium aluminum hydride) and NaBH₄ (sodium borohydride).

Oxidation of Alcohols

Primary alcohols can be oxidized to aldehydes, and further to carboxylic acids, depending on the

oxidizing agent and reaction conditions. Secondary alcohols are oxidized to ketones. Tertiary alcohols

are generally resistant to oxidation under typical conditions.

Example: Oxidation of ethanol to acetaldehyde using pyridinium chlorochromate (PCC):

CH₃-CH₂-OH + PCC → CH₃-CHO

Further oxidation of ethanol with a stronger oxidizing agent like KMnO₄ would yield acetic acid:

CH₃-CH₂-OH + KMnO₄ → CH₃-COOH



Reduction of Carbonyl Compounds

Carbonyl compounds (aldehydes and ketones) can be reduced to alcohols. Aldehydes are reduced to

primary alcohols, and ketones are reduced to secondary alcohols. Reducing agents like LiAlH₄ and

NaBH₄ are commonly used for these transformations.

Example: Reduction of acetone with sodium borohydride:

CH₃-CO-CH₃ + NaBH₄ → CH₃-CH(OH)-CH₃ (isopropyl alcohol)

Conclusion: Mastering Organic Chemistry Reaction Types

The study of common organic chemistry reaction types provides a powerful framework for

understanding and predicting chemical transformations. By familiarizing yourself with addition,

elimination, substitution, rearrangement, and redox reactions, along with their underlying mechanisms,

you gain the ability to deconstruct complex organic molecules and to design efficient synthetic routes.

Each reaction type possesses unique characteristics that dictate its applicability and the nature of its

products. Mastering these fundamental organic chemistry reaction types is not just about memorizing

reactions; it’s about understanding the flow of electrons and the principles of molecular stability. This

knowledge empowers chemists to create new materials, develop life-saving pharmaceuticals, and

advance our understanding of the chemical world. Continuous practice and exploration of these core

reaction pathways will undoubtedly solidify your expertise in the dynamic field of organic chemistry.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the core principle behind SN2 reactions and what are some

common examples?

SN2 reactions (bimolecular nucleophilic substitution) involve a concerted mechanism where the

nucleophile attacks the substrate carbon from the backside, displacing the leaving group in a single



step. Common examples include the reaction of hydroxide ion with methyl bromide (CH3Br) to form

methanol (CH3OH) and bromide ion (Br-), or the reaction of cyanide ion (CN-) with ethyl chloride

(CH3CH2Cl) to form propanenitrile (CH3CH2CN) and chloride ion (Cl-).

How does the mechanism of SN1 reactions differ from SN2, and what

factors favor SN1?

SN1 reactions (unimolecular nucleophilic substitution) proceed in two steps: first, the leaving group

departs to form a carbocation intermediate, and then the nucleophile attacks the carbocation. SN1 is

favored by tertiary substrates (which form more stable carbocations), good leaving groups, and polar

protic solvents that can stabilize the carbocation.

Explain the concept of electrophilic addition to alkenes with a relevant

example.

Electrophilic addition to alkenes involves the attack of an electrophile (electron-deficient species) on

the pi bond of the alkene, forming a carbocation intermediate, followed by attack of a nucleophile. A

classic example is the addition of HBr to ethene (CH2=CH2) to form bromoethane (CH3CH2Br).

What are elimination reactions, and what is the difference between E1

and E2 mechanisms?

Elimination reactions remove atoms or groups from a molecule, typically forming a double or triple

bond. E2 (bimolecular elimination) is a concerted reaction where a base removes a proton and the

leaving group departs simultaneously, usually requiring an anti-periplanar geometry. E1 (unimolecular

elimination) involves a carbocation intermediate, similar to SN1, where a base removes a proton from

a carbon adjacent to the carbocation.

Describe the process of Grignard reactions and their utility in forming



new carbon-carbon bonds.

Grignard reactions involve organomagnesium halides (Grignard reagents) reacting with electrophiles

like aldehydes, ketones, and esters to form new carbon-carbon bonds. For example, the reaction of

methylmagnesium bromide (CH3MgBr) with formaldehyde (HCHO) followed by hydrolysis yields

ethanol (CH3CH2OH).

What is Diels-Alder cycloaddition, and what are the typical reactants?

The Diels-Alder reaction is a [4+2] cycloaddition between a conjugated diene and a dienophile (an

alkene or alkyne with electron-withdrawing groups). It forms a six-membered ring. A common example

is the reaction of 1,3-butadiene with maleic anhydride to form a bicyclic anhydride.

Explain the Williamson ether synthesis and provide an example.

The Williamson ether synthesis is a method for preparing ethers by reacting an alkoxide ion with a

primary alkyl halide. The alkoxide acts as a nucleophile. An example is the reaction of sodium ethoxide

(Na+ -OCH2CH3) with bromoethane (CH3CH2Br) to form diethyl ether (CH3CH2OCH2CH3).

What are oxidation and reduction reactions in organic chemistry, and

how are they often identified?

Oxidation in organic chemistry typically involves an increase in the number of bonds to electronegative

atoms (like oxygen) or a decrease in the number of bonds to hydrogen. Reduction involves the

opposite: a decrease in bonds to electronegative atoms or an increase in bonds to hydrogen. These

changes are often identified by tracking the oxidation states of carbon atoms within functional groups.

What is esterification, and what are common reagents used for this

reaction?

Esterification is the process of forming an ester from a carboxylic acid and an alcohol. It is typically an

equilibrium reaction catalyzed by acid. Common reagents include concentrated sulfuric acid (H2SO4)



or HCl gas as catalysts. For example, the reaction of acetic acid (CH3COOH) with ethanol

(CH3CH2OH) in the presence of acid yields ethyl acetate (CH3COOCH2CH3).

Describe the Friedel-Crafts alkylation and acylation reactions and their

applications.

Friedel-Crafts alkylation and acylation are electrophilic aromatic substitution reactions that attach alkyl

or acyl groups to aromatic rings, respectively. They require a Lewis acid catalyst like AlCl3. Alkylation

involves reaction with an alkyl halide (e.g., chloromethane with benzene to form toluene), while

acylation uses an acyl halide or anhydride (e.g., acetyl chloride with benzene to form acetophenone).

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to common organic chemistry reaction types, each with a short

description:

1.

Nucleophilic Substitution: The Backbone of Organic Synthesis

This book delves into the fundamental mechanisms and applications of nucleophilic substitution

reactions, covering both SN1 and SN2 pathways. It explores how these reactions are crucial for

forming new carbon-heteroatom and carbon-carbon bonds. Numerous illustrative examples, from

laboratory synthesis to industrial processes, are presented to solidify understanding of their practical

significance. The text also discusses factors influencing regioselectivity and stereochemistry in these

vital transformations.

2.

Electrophilic Aromatic Substitution: Crafting Aromatic Systems

Focusing on the controlled modification of aromatic rings, this book dissects the intricacies of



electrophilic aromatic substitution (EAS). It explains how activating and deactivating groups, along with

directing effects, dictate the outcome of these reactions. Readers will find detailed discussions on

common EAS reactions like halogenation, nitration, sulfonation, and Friedel-Crafts alkylation/acylation.

The book provides insights into the underlying electronic principles and historical context of these

important synthetic tools.

3.

Addition Reactions: Building Complexity from Alkenes and Alkynes

This comprehensive guide explores the diverse world of addition reactions, primarily focusing on

alkenes and alkynes. It systematically covers various types of additions, including electrophilic addition,

radical addition, and cycloadditions like the Diels-Alder reaction. The text emphasizes the

stereochemical and regiochemical outcomes of these transformations. Understanding these reactions

is presented as key to building more complex molecules from unsaturated precursors.

4.

Oxidation and Reduction in Organic Chemistry: Transforming Functional

Groups

This essential resource examines the principles and practice of oxidation and reduction reactions in

organic synthesis. It provides an overview of common oxidizing and reducing agents and their specific

applications in transforming functional groups like alcohols, aldehydes, ketones, and carboxylic acids.

The book also touches upon the underlying thermodynamic and kinetic aspects of redox processes. It

highlights how these reactions are indispensable for interconverting different oxidation states within

organic molecules.

5.

Pericyclic Reactions: Concerted Pathways to Cyclic Structures

This book provides a thorough exploration of pericyclic reactions, including electrocyclic reactions,



sigmatropic rearrangements, and cycloadditions. It elucidates the concerted nature of these reactions

and their adherence to specific orbital symmetry rules. The text features numerous classic examples,

such as the Diels-Alder reaction and the Cope rearrangement, illustrating their power in constructing

cyclic systems with high stereocontrol. Understanding pericyclic reactions is presented as a key to

sophisticated organic synthesis.

6.

Rearrangement Reactions: Molecular Scrambling and Structural

Evolution

This title investigates the fascinating realm of rearrangement reactions, where atoms or groups within a

molecule migrate to form new constitutional isomers. It covers a wide spectrum of rearrangements,

including carbocation rearrangements, sigmatropic shifts, and reactions like the Claisen and

Dieckmann condensations. The book emphasizes the mechanistic pathways and factors that drive

these transformations. Readers will gain an appreciation for how molecular skeletons can be efficiently

altered.

7.

Carbonyl Chemistry: The Versatile Reactivity of Aldehydes and Ketones

Dedicated to the central role of the carbonyl group, this book offers an in-depth look at the reactions of

aldehydes and ketones. It covers nucleophilic addition to carbonyls, alpha-substitution reactions, and

condensation reactions like aldol and Knoevenagel. The text explains the polarized nature of the

carbonyl bond and its influence on reactivity. Numerous examples showcase the synthetic utility of

these ubiquitous functional groups.

8.

Organometallic Chemistry: Catalysis and Synthesis with Metal



Reagents

This book explores the crucial role of organometallic compounds and their applications in modern

organic synthesis. It details reactions catalyzed by transition metals, such as cross-coupling reactions

(e.g., Suzuki, Heck, Sonogashira), and the use of organometallic reagents like Grignard and

organolithium compounds. The text highlights the unique reactivity imparted by metal-carbon bonds. It

demonstrates how these powerful tools enable the formation of complex carbon-carbon bonds and the

efficient synthesis of diverse organic molecules.

9.

Radical Reactions: Unpaired Electrons in Organic Transformations

This text examines the mechanisms and synthetic applications of radical reactions in organic

chemistry. It covers initiation, propagation, and termination steps, along with common radical

generating species and reactions like Barton deoxygenation and atom transfer radical polymerization.

The book emphasizes the distinct reactivity patterns associated with radical intermediates. Readers will

learn how to control and harness the power of these often-energetic transformations.
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